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MEN
In Masala’s first ever Men’s Issue, we talk to 
five remarkable Indian men about awesome 
parties, underwhelming salaries, unusual career 

choices, climatic changes, taking risks, and 
baking bread. 

LEADING
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Sunil Phol looks like a biker or a 
member of a heavy metal band. His 
wavy, shoulder-length hair boasts 
brown highlights, and both his 
biceps are covered in tattoos—not 
your typical candidate for the title 
of Doctor. “People expect me to be a 
serious, old man with big spectacles,” 
he laughs, “but when they see me, 
those who haven’t met me, they say, 
‘Oh, you are Dr Sunil.’” 
 Appearances aside, Sunil’s social 
life is even more at odds with the 
nerdy stereotype. On Saturdays, you 
can find him at Opus Wine Bar or the 
new restaurant Desi Beats, and more 
recently getting his groove on at the 
Sensation dance music event. Twice 
a month, he makes it a point to host 
parties at his Phrakhanong mansion. 
Having only met Sunil and his wife 
Pooja once at a Masala event, I wasn’t 
sure what to expect when I was 
invited recently to his birthday bash. 
A few people I talked to in previous 
days referred to him as the “rock star 
doctor”, and after meeting him, I 
could see why. 
 At his mansion, which is inspired 
by several locations around the 
world—namely the casino in Monte 
Carlo and the Ritz Carlton in Paris—
the couple made sure to personally 
welcome every one of their guests. A 
few hours into the party, Sunil shed 
his stylish sports jacket for a pair of 
shorts and Crocs and mingled away. 
Themed “Monte Carlo”, the party 
was anything but understated, with 
endless pours of Champagne, butlers 
at hand with hors d’oeuvre, a DJ flown 

THE ROCK STAR 
DENTIST

Flamboyant, luxe-living, 
and philanthropic—one of 
Bangkok’s most colourful 
Indians tells us who the real 
Sunil Phol is. BY REENA KARIM
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“I came from a rich 
family, and one day I saw 
everything go away. In the 
Indian society, when you 
don’t have money, your 
life becomes very hard, 
and I don’t want to see 
those days again. The pain 
in the past inspired me to 
work hard. My wife and I 
are entirely self-made. But 
above all, the fear of god 
keeps me grounded.” 

in from India, a pianist, and a full 
Indian buffet.  
 Needless to say, his lifestyle and 
indulgences often make him the centre 
of kitty gossip. Rock star image aside, 
Sunil is a very private man, and his life 
revolves around his work and his family. 
At his clinic, the lounge is lined with 
photos of some of the more renowned 
patients he tends to. Without taking 
names, let’s say he has his fair share of 
Bollywood A-listers, beauty queens, 
and even a few Hollywood stars. Later, 
when we sit face to face, I note his 
apprehension, and he admits he isn’t 
sure of where to begin. So we take it 
from the top. He takes me through his 
childhood in Chiang Rai, his college 
days in Chiang Mai, and how he came 
to Bangkok some 20 years ago. But the 
journey wasn’t always a smooth one. 
“When I came to Bangkok, I didn’t 
know anyone here, except my sister. 
I walked out of the family and came 
here with nothing.” But he started 
from scratch and worked his way up, 
heading the dentistry department at 
Kluaynamthai Hospital. After more 
than a decade there, he finally opened 
his private practice in the depths of 
Sukhumvit 71.  
 When he first established the 
clinic, medical tourism was only 
beginning to take shape in Thailand. 
Now, he says, “[patients from around 
the world] come in because it’s four to 
five times cheaper than their country.” 
But it’s not just the price factor, he 

when he was bestowed with The Most 
Exalted Order of the White Elephant 
medal from the king of Thailand 
for his philanthropic services to the 
community. “I was very honoured,” he 
says. “The public wrote a letter to the 
king [suggesting my name].”  
 He shares details of an upcoming 
project funded through the SP 
Foundation, which he began with 
his wife. The medical centre and 
hospital will start construction this 
year and will provide free medical and 
dental treatments and English tutorial 
classes for the residents of the Suan 
Luang Salamat slum area. Last year, 
the foundation also donated a van to 
transport dead bodies from hospitals 
to homes for those who cannot afford 
the pricey service. Photos in Sunil’s 
office show former Prime Minister 
Abhisit Vejjajiva receiving the van. 
 Even with a reputation and 
things to show for it, the doctor 
remains surprisingly modest. “I came 
from a rich family, and one day I saw 
everything go away. In the Indian 
society, when you don’t have money, 
your life becomes very hard, and I 
don’t want to see those days again. 
The pain in the past inspired me to 
work hard. My wife and I are entirely 
self-made. But above all, the fear of 
god keeps me grounded.” 

adds. “Our workmanship here is very 
good.”  
 Medical tourism has not only 
boosted Thailand’s economy but also 
allowed for qualified doctors and state-
of-the-art equipment and procedures to 
take the country’s healthcare industry 
up a few notches. Sunil specialises in 
the smile makeover procedure, which 
involves cosmetic dentistry and even 
a chin and jaw reduction if needed. 
Aside from the dental work, patients 
here can enjoy airport pick-up services 
and a complimentary stay at his ten-
bedroom suite at the Bloom Towers. 
“The idea is to give the patients total 
care and rehabilitation.”   
 Sunil doesn’t deny that dentistry 
is a lucrative career, but he believes 
young doctors should not look at the 
money, but rather cultivate a love for 
the patients. This is especially true in 
dentistry, where many cases require 
hands-on follow-up sessions. The 
rewards, too, are not just monetary. 
“When my patients walk out with a 
smile, I am content that I have done 
my best. I have seen many patients cry, 
too. I get emotional, but feel happy 
from inside.”

Giving Back
His parties and profession aren’t all 
that define him. Sunil is also deeply 
involved in philanthropy. Despite 
being the poster boy of profesisonal 
success, Sunil’s proudest moment was 
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One week after the December 2004 
tsunami, Ashvin Dayal was in Aceh, 
Indonesia, leading a relief effort as 
Director of Oxfam East Asia. The man 
sitting next to him in the car was the 
driver, an Aceh local, whose wife and 
children had been killed by the great 
waves seven days earlier. “He had just 
lost his entire family, and there he was 
working, because that was his way of 
processing the pain and the tragedy, 
but it was also his way to begin to 
think of something more hopeful.” 
 Ashvin had been with the 
organisation for more than 10 years 
at the time, working in post-conflict 
reconstruction across East Asia, 
Middle East, and Eastern Europe. 
When asked what gives him the most 
hope considering all that he has seen, 
Ashvin refers to this story of the Aceh 
driver who he says continued to work 
for the organisation for a few years 
following the tsunami disaster.  
 “When you go into a situation 
and you see the capacity of people 
and communities…their tenacity and 
their desire to improve their lives...and 
their single-minded focus on that…
that gives you a huge amount of hope 
because it reminds you that at the end 
of the day, development is going to be 
driven by people, not by institutions 
like us,” he says. 
 After 15 years with Oxfam, 
Ashvin moved to Thailand in 2008 to 
become Associate Vice President and 
Managing Director of the Rockefeller 
Foundation, Asia. Instead of responding 
to immediate conflicts and natural 
disasters, his work today is more focused 
on working with various sectors to help 
cities in Asia cope with and prepare for 

FUEL FOR 
CHANGE

Ashvin Dayal on how he came 
to care about the environment 
and what’s cooking in his 
oven. BY AMITHA AMRANAND
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the impacts of climate change. “I was 
interested in an institution that thinks 
really long-term about the problem that 
it’s trying to tackle,” he tells me. 
 The work at the Rockefeller 
Foundation allows him to think more 
strategically, Ashvin says. Even though 
his previous post sometimes involved 
working on long-term development 
projects, the major difference at the 
foundation is that his current position 
allows him to be less occupied with 
management. “What tends to happen 
when you go further and further up in 
these institutions is you tend to become 
more and more of a manager instead 
of a doer,” he says of much larger 
organisations with many offices and 
hundreds of staff.  
 Becoming part of a team of 15 
at the Rockefeller Foundation “was 
actually liberating for me,” he says. “I’ve 
learnt a lot working in a place like this, 
where you really have to be become 
an expert on issues, and not just be a 
manager.” 

An Urban Formation
Ashvin was born in Kolkata during a 
time when the city was going through 
a steep economic decline. By the time 
they were old enough to work, the 
people of his generation had left to find 
opportunities in places like Mumbai 
and Bengaluru. Ashvin’s family moved 
when he was around seven years old.  
 He spent his formative years in 
Mumbai, which remains one of his 
favourite cities in the world. “It’s 
just enormous energy and vibrancy, 
and very cosmopolitan. In an Indian 
environment, there’s still a lot of 
orthodoxy and traditionalism, [so] 
Bombay offers a bit of a contrast to 
that, in terms of accepting of different 
people and lifestyles, and [it’s] much 

people are going to get access to power 
because the regular grid is not coming.” 
Results have been promising, Ashvin 
says, and the plan is to expand the 
model to 1,000 plants across India, and 
if successful, to other energy-deficient 
parts of the world.

From Earth to Hearth
The environment is not the only 
thing Ashvin takes seriously. On the 
weekend, he can be found in the 
kitchen, making bread. I meet with 
him on a Wednesday evening to chat 
about this hobby and watch him make 
bread dough. Ashvin is in casual getup. 
On the kitchen counter are baking 
utensils and the ingredients for whole 
wheat and honey bread, and a glass of 
red wine. In one corner sits a stack of 
books on bread—Richard Bertinet’s 
Dough, Rose Levy Beranbaum’s The 
Bread Bible, Peter Reinhart’s Artisan 
Bread Everyday are some of the titles. 
 “Bread is such a fascinating thing 
to bake, to be involved in, because it 
can be so frustrating,” Ashvin says. 
“You’ve got water, flour, yeast, and salt. 
And you think just between those four 
ingredients, you’d be able to master 
something soon and be able to produce 
consistently good bread, but it really 
takes practice.” 
 His wife Denise says the family’s 
favourite bread is the cracked wheat 
loaf, which Ashvin likes to bake 
to make sandwiches for their two 
children. The Dayals rarely eat 
bread, however, so the weekly baked 
goods from Ashvin usually go their 
neighbours.  

 Refreshingly enough, two years of 
passionate bread baking has not turned 
Ashvin into a bread snob. “I’m not 
an expert enough to say whose bread 
is the best…it’s all about context. 
For me, bread has a very emotive and 
romantic feel to it.” he says.  
 But there was this one bakery 
in Gulmarg, Kashmir, 9,000 feet in 
the mountains, where Ashvin often 
spent his summers as a child. “The 
old baker, the old man there, if there 
was one slightly spoilt loaf that was 
coming out, he’d give it to me. And 
just sitting there and eating that hot 
bread from the oven, it was probably 
the best bread I’d ever had in my life.”

less interested in who was your 
grandfather’s grandfather, and much 
more interested in who are you.”   
 Ashvin grew up surrounded by 
service-minded adults, parents he calls 
children of India’s independence, and 
teachers who challenged him to see  
the inequities surrounding his 
privileged upbringing. “[My parents] 
had a real sense of struggle—that it’s 
going to take a lot to develop a country 
like India, that it’s going to take a lot  
of good people and good leaders, and 
that privilege is something you have to 
use. It’s not something you just absorb 
and accept.” 
 It was in his high school years, 
when the public began talking about 
deforestation, ozone layers, and climate 
change, that Ashvin got interested 
in the environment. His school 
also happened to be in Dehradun, 
which constantly suffered from the 
consequences of deforestation. “When 
it came time to make choices, it became 
very clear that I didn’t want to become 
a business person,” he says. “I knew I 
wanted to do something around social 
and environmental issues.” 
 These days, apart from working 
with cities on climate change, Ashvin is 
particularly excited about an initiative 
called SPEED (Smart Power for 
Environmentally-Sound Economic 
Development), which he helped launch 
in parts of eastern India that have no 
access to electricity. He and his team at 
the Rockefeller Foundation are working 
with the government, local NGOs, 
energy entrepreneurs, and cell tower 
companies to bring renewable energy 
to surrounding communities for their 
domestic, agricultural, and economic 
needs. “[So] you get this cycle of 
economic and social developments on 
the basis of renewable green power…
it’s really right now the only way these 
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“Give us back our pad krapao!” 
Surat Horachaikul said, half-serious, 
half-joking. This culinary activism 
was a minor digression during his 
international relations class at 
Chulalongkorn University’s Faculty 
of Political Science, where the Thai-
Indian academic teaches. That day, 
his fourth-year undergraduate students 
were presenting their ideas for public 
diplomacy projects for the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs. When a group of 
student proposed standardisation of 
Thai cooking schools, the discussion 
veered off into the recent epidemic of 
adding string beans to pad krapao—a 
culinary sacrilege in Surat’s eye. 
 For each idea the students 
proposed, Surat offered a related 
anecdote or two. When a student 
talked about the Thai fashion industry, 
Surat told them about Jim Thompson 
and an organic cotton producer in 
Nan province. When a group of 
students proposed a tourism project, 
he recounted a community tourism 
initiative he stumbled upon in the 
UK. Within two hours, Surat and his 
students covered education, languages, 
social enterprises, organic farming, you 
name it. And many times, I wanted to 
raise my hand and join the stimulating 
discussion. 
 After class, students lined up to 
discuss their final paper topics with 
him, and he made sure to challenge 
even his brightest students. When not 
in their presence, he sang their praises. 
Surat is a far-cry from the bitter, burnt-
out educator. 

THE HAPPY 
PROFESSOR

From teaching and hosting 
illustrious Indians to 
supporting organic farmers, 
Surat Horachaikul finds 
contentment in academia. 
BY AMITHA AMRANAND
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“I grew up seeing how important women were...my mother 
was very decisive. She made decisions very quickly, and she 
took action right away, while my father took a long time to 
think about something and looked at things from every angle 
but may never start doing anything.”

 “My job used to fill me with 
guilt—because of the salary,” he said 
when we first met for an interview. 
“Even my friends make fun of me…
Thai friends don’t tease me about it. 
They say it’s a beautiful thing. But my 
Thai-Indian friends, when we go out 
to eat, they say to me, ‘Let us get the 
check. We feel bad just hearing about 
your salary.’ But my work makes me 
happy.” 
 Although it sometimes means 
having to teach on Saturdays, his 
family is not struggling. His wife works 
for Exxon Mobil, and together, with 
the help of a nanny, they are raising 
their three and four year–old sons 
and trying to have an equal share 
of responsibilities. “In the modern 
lifestyle, being a man means sharing. 
Or else you wouldn’t be able to 
survive.” Unlike many Indians, Surat 
was raised in a matriarchal household. 
“My father was so easy-going. He never 
wanted to make any decisions, just 
gave that responsibility to my mother,” 
he laughs. “So I grew up seeing how 
important women were…my mother 
was very decisive. She made decisions 
very quickly, and she took action right 
away, while my father took a long time 
to think about something and looked 
at things from every angle but may 
never start doing anything.” 
 As an Indian who has chosen 
a non-business career and loves his 
poorly paid yet socially respected 
job, the question of happiness is 
an important one to Surat. After 
being asked several years ago to 
be a moderator at a seminar about 
Bhutan’s concept of Gross National 
Happiness, Surat began his research 
into alternative lifestyle, organic 
food, and sustainable development. 
“I began wondering why these people 
reject mainstream thoughts, not in a 
radical way or anything. They were 
monks and ordinary people who were 
saying, ‘Enough is enough. Why are 

centre at the university, having hosted 
more than 30 events in the past three 
years. They’ve collaborated with 
various faculties to host internationally 
recognised figures such as novelist 
Amitav Ghosh, environmental activist 
Vandana Shiva, and activist Satish 
Kumar. “Our centre gives importance 
to the academic studies of India, but 
at the same time, we open it up to the 
public…it’s a platform; it’s there to 
bridge relations.” Surat said.  
 The academic went on to 
detail how both countries still have 
misconceptions about each other. 
Thais still see India as full of poverty 
and starvation—something that Surat 
thinks Indian need not deny—“but 
at the same time, I’m sure Thais are 
capable of seeing the hidden beauties 
of India and how India has been able 
to move the country forward in spite of 
it all.” On the other hand, Surat finds 
that Indians tend to take for granted 
the high level of development in 
Thailand without having seen the rural 
and remote parts of the country.  
 While there remains prejudice 
and discrimination against people of 
South Asian descent in Thailand, 
Surat believes the Thais’ perceptions of 
Indians have improved as Thai-Indians 
have learnt to adapt themselves 
to Thai society. “There’s a certain 
flexibility that Thai-Indians have. 
They wear beautiful [Indian clothes] to 
a Diwali party, but they can also wear 
Thai traditional clothes during Loy 
Kratong. The new generation is more 
cosmopolitan. They’ve become more 
open-minded, and they have wider 
views of the world.” 
 Surat, too, circulates among 
different circles in Thai society and 
feels like he is never purely Thai or 
Indian or Thai-Indian. “I can adapt 
and become many things. One day, I 
may dig up the pure-Thai part of me. 
On the day I’m out with my Thai-
Indian friends, I can also behave like 
a Thai-Indian. When I’m with my 
close Thai friends, they tease me and 
talk in the [Indian accent], and I tease 
them back. I have a lot of fun with this 
group, and I feel like myself with them 
because I can be anything.” 

we moving towards GMO-dominated 
agriculture? Why aren’t we searching 
for our true selves?’ I became close to 
these people, and I eventually met 
people at [social enterprise–cum–
publishing house] Suan Ngern Meema 
and began building a network.”  
 This network of activists, 
academics, and policy makers from 
Thailand, Bhutan, and other countries 
from around the world founded School 
for Wellbeing in 2009 as a think-tank 
to promote alternative and sustainable 
development through book translations 
and publications, action research, and 
seminars. “This is one of the proudest 
achievements in my life,” Surat said, 
“and we’re upgrading its status to 
become one of the centres at Chula. 
We’ve been working with organic 
farmers and talking to agriculturists, 
educating them about accounting and 
the danger of pesticides.” 

Building Bridges
Surat was born and raised in Chiang 
Mai. His paternal great grandfather 
and grandfather were the first 
generations to settle in Thailand. 
Both his maternal grandmother and 
mother were born and raised in Chiang 
Rai. Although the marriage of his 
parents was arranged like others of the 
time, Surat didn’t live among other 
Indian families. “Thai-Indians outside 
Bangkok are more integrated with 
the local culture—very assimilated. 
In Chiang Mai, [Indian families] are 
very scattered, but the strange thing is, 
they still have communal activities [at 
temples] and weddings,” he said. 
 How Indians in Thailand interact 
with each other is not the only 
question that interests Surat about 
Indians. Three years ago, he helped 
found the Indian Studies Centre 
of Chulalongkorn University. The 
professor told me how the centre is 
often teased for being the most active 
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A STITCH  
ABOVE

At his recently opened design studio 
Suwannee on Sukhumvit Soi 24, Sam 
Sethi, shares that even though the 
realisation for his true passion came 
much later in his life, he has always 
had fashion in his blood.  
 “I realised [at age 7] that I had this 
flair for coordinating colours. My father 
had no idea what my talents were. My 
family was very conservative. They 
weren’t OK with me being so stylish.” 
 He recounts one such incident: 
“One year, we were in Chandigarh 
and our father took us to stitch 
our school uniforms and get some 
coloured clothes made. After the tailor 
had taken all the measurements, I 
remember telling him I wanted bell-
bottoms. He said, ‘No, your father 
won’t agree.’ I said, ‘Never mind, 
he won’t notice. Just make me my 
bell-bottoms.’ When the clothes were 
ready, my father [scolded me].”  
 Being stylish also made him stand 
out at school. “I was always considered 
different among friends in college 
and school. I was always nicknamed. 
[But] it did not bother me. I just went 
with the flow. Back in college, if I 
started a trend, it would just go on. [I 
wore] khaddar kurtas and torn jeans 
with Kolhapuris and Gandhi bags.” 
At one point, he recalls having so 
many clothes that he had to organise a 
garage sale to get rid of them. 

A Winding Path
Despite having a flair for fashion, 
studying design at that time was 
simply out of the question for Sam. 

Thai-Indian designer Sukhbir 
“Sam” Sethi talks about 
people’s perception of his 
profession and explains why 
fashion design is actually a 
man’s world. BY REENA KARIM
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So he pursued a career in medicine. 
“No one I knew in my generation 
went to study fashion designing. After 
boarding school, we were put into the 
textile business. For those who spoke 
English, parents opened up tailoring 
shops for them.”  
 These days, he tells me, it has 
become more acceptable to open 
up and show your talents. “[Back 
then], a person who would become 
a seamstress or a designer, was 
considered a different kind of person,” 
Sam recalls. “They [were] labelled as 
being too flamboyant. That stigma 
was always there. I remember in India, 
if the person had that flair, they would 
say ‘Yeh kya ladkiyon jaise kaam kar rahe 
ho.’” 
 After quitting his job at Ranbaxy 
Pharmaceuticals in Thailand and 
a short stint at a self-owned stock 
trading company, Sam took his first 
step into fashion. He started designing 
neon t-shirts in bulk for an African 
buyer and did a range of sportswear 
for a Middle Eastern client. But it was 
a gig designing children’s wear for a 
chain of department stores in Dubai 
that sealed his fate in designing and 
got him started on a career that has 
spanned over two decades. In 2012,  
Sam changed directions and started 
designing womenswear, something 
that he had wanted to pursue for a 
long time. 
 The career switch wasn’t easy, he 
says. “To a large extent, I don’t think 
my extended family understands what 
I am doing. My father still looks at me 
thinking, What is he up to? What are 
his earnings, profits? But I think I have 
crossed all of that, and I don’t let it 
bother me.” 

the culture, handicrafts, the music, 
fabrics...I am more Thai than Indian.” 
His daughter Swanti laughs, saying 
that he was Thai in his last life.  

The Next Move
This year, he has some big plans and 
isn’t shy of sharing them with us. 
In April, he will be showcasing a 
collection at Ruam Chai Taan Phai 
AIDS Charity show, a foundation 
supported by Her Highness Princess 
Soamsawali. In 2013, he garnered 
much recognition for being the only 
Thai-Indian designer at the show. 
His one-of-a-kind silk creations also 
won him praises from the princess 
herself. Needless to say, he was invited 
to do a second show that same year. 
Sam gives me a sneak preview of his 
latest collection for the show titled 
Beautiful Kashmir. Through this 
range, Sam aims to bring Kashmiri 
embroidery into fashion. This season, 
though, he intends to stay away from 
silks, adding, “I want to show the 
beauty of the embroidery, not the 
fabric.”  
 But it’s not just womenswear that 
Sam wants to make his forte. Having 
designed recently for a groom and his 
father at an Indian wedding, he hints 
at a possible menswear range in the 
future. But he is also quick to add, 
“You need to be courageous enough to 
wear my menswear.” 
 Sam is also in talks with Aza and 
Ogaan [stores in India] to retail his 
brand in the motherland. Without 
holding back, he also shares his dream 
of running a restaurant-cum-boutique 
space, where he would do all the 
cooking—a place called Patio behind 
K Village has caught his eye.  
 Looking back, he wishes he had 
gotten into this line from the very 
beginning. “I would have been in 
a very different place now. I would 
have been in Milan, New York. I 
am coming in pretty late compared 
to others.” But the designer is 
obviously no stranger to adversity and 
scepticism. He has done an uphill 
climb before, and is confident he can 
do it again.

A Man’s World
It is widely acknowledged that men 
have dominated the fashion industry 
the world over, yet strangely, people 
still continue to associate the craft 
as a feminine pursuit. But Sam is 
of a different opinion. “I feel that 
the designing part of it is more of a 
man’s world. A man wants to see a 
woman beautiful, and he has his own 
conception of how to make her look 
beautiful. Men appreciate beauty 
in every kind. They go through the 
details. They like to see perfection. 
That’s why men are very successful as 
cooks, tailors, designers, hair stylists, 
even in art and decor.” 
 Browsing through the racks at his 
sun-drenched studio—and secretly 
wanting to try on some his exquisite 
pieces—I immediately pick up on the 
colour indigo in many of his garments. 
“I am very intrigued by the dye,” 
he says, almost reading my mind. “I 
feature it in all my collections.” I also 
notice stacks of unstitched fabrics in 
cabinets and plenty more in cartons 
on the floor. “I have this weakness 
for buying prints and [fabrics],” he 
admits. “Anything that catches my 
eye. It’s an addiction. I wish there 
was a rehab for this. My family wishes 
there was.” He goes on to share 
anecdotes of his overindulgences in 
stores in Sampheng and India.  
 We go through some of his 
newer pieces, and he tells me of 
his fondness for Thai patterns. He 
illustrates by drawing a kanoke motif 
and shows me how he likes to use 
them in his garments, infusing them 
with embroidery. “I have always loved 
everything Thai; I am fascinated by 
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Dinner at Gaggan is a magical 
experience. Each of the degustation 
courses delivers a unique thrill, 
whether it’s a spherified raita bursting 
in the back of your mouth or quail 
cooked sous-vide in an impeccable 
Malwani curry or a deconstructed 
paan. The service is knowledgeable 
and frightfully efficient, and the all-
white room radiates the warm glow of 
candlelight. But come at 11 o’clock 
in the morning, and the place looks 
like a tornado hit it. The otherwise 
immaculate furniture is in disarray, 
the corners are stacked with black 
garbage bags, the carpet on the stairs 
is pocked with bits of debris, and the 
surfaces are lined with glassware from 
the night before. 
 This is the situation that Prashant 
Chipkar inherits six mornings a 
week, and in the hours that follow, 
helps turns into Asia’s 10th best 
restaurant, according to Restaurant 
magazine. Chef Gaggan Anand’s 
right-hand man begins the day by 
receiving and inspecting deliveries 
from a dozen or so suppliers—the 
chicken guy, the vegetable guy, the 
imported seafood guy, and so on. Due 
to the relatively limited refrigeration 
space, keeping the kitchen stocked, 
but never overflowing, with fresh 
produce requires careful planning. 
Then it’s time to get started on prep 
work. On the morning that I visit 
him, for example, he works on a sauce 

COOL 
UNDER  

FIRE
Despite running one of the 
city’s finest restaurants, 
Gaggan’s Chef de Cuisine 
Prashant Chipkar is a 
surprisingly modest guy. 
BY MRIGAA SETHI
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“Madam, if you’re getting a chance to learn something, you 
have to take the opportunity. Learning is never finished. As 
long as you’re alive you have to learn, from your staff, from 
your seniors.” 

for the lobster special and shows 
me the vacuum-sealed packets of 
pre-marinated quail that will soon 
see the warm bath of the sous-vide. 
A six foot–tall whiteboard with a 
box for each table at the restaurant 
stands all but blank. After lunch, 
when the rest of the nine-person 
kitchen team shows up, the board 
will begin filling up with reservations, 
the menu’s various offerings, and 
the order in which they will go out 
to the individual tables. During 
dinner service, Prashant floats among 
the kitchen’s various stations, and 
when Gaggan Anand is out of town, 
he even goes out to greet guests 
and receive their compliments, 
complaints, special requests, and 
questions. He sleeps around 2 am on 
most nights and is up by 9 am to do a 
bit of exercise and talk to his mother 
on the phone before starting work. 
 Prashant and Gaggan make a 
balanced team. Where the tall, wild-
haired culinary genius bounds with 
energy, shifting his weight from side 
to side and talking a mile a minute, 
his bald Chef de Cuisine is stocky 
and shy, far more comfortable in the 
kitchen than making the rounds at 
the tables. Where Gaggan travels the 
world presenting at gastronomical 
events and investigating the 
possibilities of new, exotic ingredients, 
Prashant needs help navigating the 
BTS from Chitlom to Thonglor. To 
Gaggan, Prashant is the integral part 
of the core team. “He delivers what I 
expect from him”—something that no 
doubt gives him peace of mind when 
he is abroad. 

From Poha to Sous-Vide
Prashant is a native of Sawantwadi, 
on the border of northern Goa 
and Maharashtra, but began 
cooking in the kitchen of his aunt 
Mohini Kothary’s 35-room hotel 
in Mahabaleshwar. During school 
holidays, he would come into the 
kitchen before the cook and chop 
and prepare all the ingredients for 

concept and the job. Prashant had 
arms-length knowledge of modern 
gastronomy. He had watched YouTube 
videos of renowned modern-Indian 
chefs Vineet Bhatia and Atul 
Kochhar and learned about sous-vide, 
liquid nitrogen, and foams while 
helping on menu development for 
Varq at the Taj Mahal Hotel Delhi. 
After that, they talked on the phone 
a few times, and in October of 2010, 
Prashant moved to Bangkok and 
began learning the ropes of what he 
calls “food with science”.

A Nice Guy
Success doesn’t seem to have changed 
Prashant. Living in an apartment 
across from the restaurant, he 
spends nearly all his time on the 
leafy compound, sometimes playing 
badminton in the driveway with his 
colleagues. On most mornings, he 
chats on the phone with his mother 
in India, and on Wednesdays, his day 
off, he does a spot of shopping at the 
Big C on Rama IV. He chortles in 
mild surprise when I ask him needling 
questions and insists on calling me 
madam.  
 He isn’t complacent about his 
milestones either. Not only does 
he recall the exact date he moved 
to Bangkok, he relishes the story of 
when he successfully developed his 
very first modern gastronomy dish—in 
March 2011. Gaggan asked the team 
to come up with ideas for a new dish 
involving morels. “Gaggan said, ‘I 
don’t want anything regular. You 
have to use your new techniques.’” 
Prashant made morel kebabs stuffed 
with green peas and a hint of truffle, 
finished in the tandoor. “When 
Gaggan tasted it, he patted me on the 
back and said, ‘I want this.’” The dish 
is on the menu today. 
      He even refuses credit for the 
tremendous risk he took in leaving an 
eight-year career at one of the world’s 
best hotel chains to join an avant-
garde start-up doing food he didn’t 
know much about. “Madam, if you’re 
getting a chance to learn something, 
you have to take the opportunity. 
Learning is never finished. As long as 
you’re alive, you have to learn, from 
your staff, from your seniors.” And 
learn he has. 

the poha, uppama, and omelettes 
that were to be served for breakfast. 
By the age of 17 and with zero 
formal training, he was doing 
breakfast by himself. Mohini 
and her son Apurva—Prashant’s 
cousin and confidant—encouraged 
him to consider a degree in hotel 
management. His parents, whom he 
describes as “middle-class”, owned 
a small hospitality business and so 
had no qualms about their only child 
going a similar route.  
 After hotel management in 
Mumbai, Prashant was recruited as a 
chef in training at the prestigious Taj 
Mahal Palace Hotel. The notoriously 
competitive programme, he says, 
usually begins with 20 people but ends 
with only two or three by the end 
of two years. After months of long 
nights and rotations at the hotel’s 
various F&B stations—butchery, 
bakery, salads, soup, sauces, Chinese, 
et cetera—Prashant, then just 23, 
became Chef de Partie at the hotel’s 
Masala Kraft, under one of India’s 
top chefs, Hemant Oberoi. Prashant 
attributes his success to Hemant’s 
patient and gentle management style 
and to his own modest upbringing. 
“In the first year of training, 10 people 
disappeared. The rich men’s kids 
couldn’t work as hard. Nothing came 
easy. Sometimes, we had to sleep in 
the locker rooms,” he recalls. 
 Though Gaggan and Prashant 
overlapped at the Taj Mahal Palace—
Gaggan was cooking at the famous 
Zodiac Grill—they didn’t meet until 
Prashant was transferred to up to 
Masala Bay, at the Taj’s Land’s End 
property in Bandra. There, he began 
working with chef Deepak Dange, a 
mutual friend, who told him about 
Gaggan’s work at Bangkok’s Red and 
Lebua. When Gaggan asked Deepak 
to recommend people for his new 
restaurant venture, Prashant’s name 
was put forward. He met Gaggan 
and restaurant co-founder Rajesh 
Kewalramani on a rainy night after 
work at the Café Coffee Day in 
Bandra to talk about the restaurant 


